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Interaction and Participation in the Small
Group Writing Conference
Chun-Chun Yeh
National Chung Cheng University, Taiwan
Previous research has established the importance of giving and receiving feedback
in students’ writing development. In the present paper, I investigate a less widely
studied approach to providing feedback—the small group writing conference,
which is attended by a number of students (usually four) and led by the teacher to
discuss student drafts. Adapting a framework outlined in a previous study (Ching,
2014), I analyzed the interactions or relationships at work in two group conferences
in an EFL (English as a foreign language) context. Findings revealed that the instructor was involved in four-fifths of all interactions, suggesting that the instructor
played a prominent role in the two conferences. In contrast, interactions among
student participants were limited, while the reader–writer interactions tended
to be unidirectional and mediated by the instructor. It is argued that the teacher–
student relationship in the small group conference can be usefully conceptualized
as a continuum with teacher authority and student autonomy at the two ends and
that there may be an interactive relationship between the two forces. Pedagogical
implications are discussed.

Keywords: teacher–student writing conferences; peer response; teacher–student
interaction; EFL writing
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A substantial body of research has demonstrated the important role
of feedback in students’ writing development (Ferris, 2003; Hyland
& Hyland, 2006). Among the various feedback methods, the teacher–
student writing conference has been popular with teachers and students
(Arndt, 1993; Saito, 1994; Silva, Reichelt, & Lax-Farr, 1994; Warner,
1998). Proponents of this practice, such as Harris (1986), have enumerated the advantages of the writing conference for native English-speaking
students. These advantages include improving writing by personalized
instruction, saving the teacher’s time on writing feedback comments,
providing clearer and quicker feedback, changing the image of the teacher
from an authority figure to an adviser, and helping students develop
skills to critique their own writing. Empirical research has shown that
although students may have different expectations of writing tutorials,
they value the personal connection to the instructor made possible in
individual conferences (Liu, 2009). Studies addressing teacher talk and
learner participation in writing conferences (Ewert, 2009; Goldstein &
Conrad, 1990; Haneda, 2004; Patthey-Chavez & Ferris, 1997) have indicated that conferences with more negotiation and learner participation tend to be perceived as more effective and lead to more successful
revision. However, it should be noted that all these studies examined
one-on-one teacher–student consultations, in which the teacher is able
to focus on a single student, while an alternative conferencing practice,
the small group conference, has received little research attention, particularly in ESL or English as a foreign language (EFL) learning contexts.
A small group writing conference is attended by a number of students
(usually four) and led by the teacher to discuss student writing (Ching,
2011, 2014). Small group writing conferences have the advantages of saving teacher time (Memering, 1973) and reducing student anxiety about
meeting with the teacher independently (Ferris & Hedgcock, 2005; Keh,
1990). But perhaps more importantly, students may benefit from a “peer
feedback dynamic” (Ferris & Hedgcock, 2005, p. 205) incorporated into
the teacher–student conference.
Indeed, the group conference approach may be usefully conceptualized as a hybrid of peer response and teacher–student conferences,
combining the advantages of the two response practices. Nevertheless,
Yeh, C.-C. (2019). Interaction and participation in the small group writing conference. Journal of
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despite sharing a similar purpose—providing feedback on a student’s
text—the two practices actually differ greatly in underlying ideologies
and assumptions. The teacher–student conference has sometimes been
described as reinforcing teacher authority and dominance as in the regular classroom (Ulichny & Watson-Gegeo, 1989), while the peer feedback
activity is often viewed as capable of promoting student autonomy and
collaborative learning (Bruffee, 1984). Thus, as a hybrid of these two activities, the small group writing conference offers a unique insight into
how two apparently antipodal concepts—teacher authority and learner
autonomy—may be co-realized in this pedagogical practice.
To shed more light on the group conferencing approach, in this
paper—a case study of two small group conferences involving an instructor and two groups of EFL undergraduate students—I will examine the nature of the interactions between the teacher and the students
using an analytic framework based on Ching’s (2011, 2014) research on
the instructor-led peer conference. I will then discuss the issue of teacher
authority and student autonomy revealed in the analysis of the two conferences, arguing that the exertion of one force may influence the exercise
of the other. Through a systematic study of the dialogic discourse occurring in a Taiwanese EFL classroom, I hope to offer a better understanding
and insights into the small group conference as implemented in an EFL
context.
Literature Review
The writing conference has been recognized as facilitative in multiple
ways. In a writing conference, the teacher can promote students’ cognitive learning by guiding them to think aloud beyond abstract ideas and
to develop their own arguments (Rose, 1982). Affectively, a writing conference helps build rapport and increase learners’ trust in the teacher (Lee
& Schallert, 2008). It also provides opportunities for teachers to develop
students’ metacognitive abilities such as setting learning goals or formulating revision plans (Eckstein, 2013). Yet, writing scholars have disagreed
about the instructional methods best suited for the writing conference
and have debated the dichotomy between directive and nondirective approaches (Corbett, 2013). The former approach refers to the teacher giving
explicit suggestions as to what learners can or should do to improve the
Yeh, C.-C. (2019). Interaction and participation in the small group writing conference. Journal of
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composition, and the latter approach involves using leading questions to
help writers formulate their own revision plans (Williams & Severino, 2004).
Accordingly, directive approaches are characterized by telling, teacher
authority, and dominance, while nondirective techniques feature questioning, learner agency, and ownership.
On the one hand, scholars advocating the process approach tended to
favor nondirective methods, arguing that learners should be encouraged
to think for themselves and to accept responsibility for the writing process
(Duke, 1975). They frowned upon conferences dominated by the teacher
and focusing primarily on writing mechanics because such conferences
resembled typical teacher–student classroom talk and did little to help
students appreciate the process of expressing ideas in writing (Ulichny
& Watson-Gegeo, 1989). On the other hand, it was contended that with
second language (L2) writers, a more directive approach may be appropriate because these students may have little English writing experience
and need to be equipped with knowledge and skills necessary for success
in the academic writing classroom (Powers, 1993). Furthermore, studies
conducted in L2 contexts have repeatedly suggested that learners may
prefer the teacher to decide the conference agenda and find directive tutorials equally, if not more, successful (Weigle & Nelson, 2004; Yeh, 2016).
Peer response has gained increasing popularity and has become
widely adopted in the writing classroom, usually because teachers wish to
encourage collaborative learning (de Guerrero & Villamil, 1994; Lee,
1997; Tsui & Ng, 2000). Peer response also provides a more authentic
audience as compared with teacher response (Caulk, 1994), helps develop critical thinking skills (Lee, 1997) and greater audience awareness
(Mendonça & Johnson, 1994; Tsui & Ng, 2000), raises students’ awareness
of their own strengths and weaknesses (Tsui & Ng, 2000), and fosters
learners’ sense of ownership of a text (Tsui & Ng, 2000). Nevertheless,
empirical studies have revealed potential problems with peer review, such
as learners’ lack of skills in providing quality feedback and their corresponding distrust of peer comments, as well as their reluctance to act
upon the comments received from peers. But these problems may be met
by a group conference approach, which arguably combines the advantages
of teacher feedback and peer response (Miller, 2002).
Yeh, C.-C. (2019). Interaction and participation in the small group writing conference. Journal of
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Various terms have been used to describe a scenario in which a
teacher discusses students’ drafts with a group of students: “small-group
writing conference” (Thomas, 1986), “group conference” (Keh, 1990;
Miller, 2002), “teacher–student group conference” (Zhu, 1995), “peer
review with the instructor” (Liu, 1998), and “instructor-led peer conference” (Ching, 2011, 2014). Notwithstanding the different labels, most
of these response practices adopt a similar format. Students are usually
required to read each other’s drafts and write responses to prepare for the
conference. Then the group meets with the teacher at a scheduled time to
discuss each student’s essay. It is also an established rule that every participant of a group conference, including the teacher, has to offer some
feedback to help the writer, who will then use the feedback to revise the
essay before submitting it for teacher evaluation.
Miller (2002) identified three benefits that students received from
participating in group conferences. First, students had opportunities
to enhance their understanding of the assignment through comments
made by other participants in the conference. Furthermore, group conferences helped students build confidence as reviewers when they realized
that they gave similar suggestions as the teacher did. At the same time,
when learners realized that their peers may make similar comments to the
teacher’s, learners’ trust in peers’ ability in providing helpful comments
was boosted.
In Zhu (1995), the group conference approach was adopted to train
students for peer response. In the group tutorials, the instructors helped
students make specific feedback, modeled strategies that writers could use
to elicit peer response, and encouraged interaction between the writer and
readers. Where relevant, the instructors also provided writing instruction
but ensured that the instruction centered on global concerns. Finally, they
also discussed the purpose of peer response in order to address learners’
concern of hurting the feelings of peer writers. The training of these skills
via small group conferences was found to positively impact learners’ feedback quality and interaction in later peer response sessions.
While Miller (2002) and Zhu (1995) focused on the cognitive and
affective impacts, the authors of several studies have also investigated
the process of small group conferences. Using theories of group behavior
Yeh, C.-C. (2019). Interaction and participation in the small group writing conference. Journal of
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from speech communication as the framework, Thomas (1986) studied how a group of four English L1 students participated in small group
writing conferences that supplemented the freshman composition course
they were taking. Thomas found that the conference method enabled
students to transition from speakers to writers who were able to attend
to others’ perception and adjust their writing to the needs of an imagined audience. Thomas also revealed that the instructor exerted a pivotal
influence on the students’ discussion process. This influence included the
instructor’s selection of the focus of the discussion, the students’ imitation
of the instructor’s questioning technique, and the students’ reliance on the
teacher’s suggestions or approval throughout the discussion.
The teacher’s influence in small group conferences was also a major
focus in later studies such as Ching (2011, 2014). Evoking the concept of
apprenticeship and guided participation, Ching (2011) examined conversations from teacher-led peer conferences in a U.S. college writing course,
focusing on strategies the teacher employed to scaffold peer responders.
For example, the teacher usually initiated the dialog and set a clearly defined task for the reviewers. When reviewers gave feedback, the teacher
served as a coach by providing feedback on the feedback already given
in the group. She also used follow-up questions to push peer reviewers
to identify problems and explore possible solutions. On some occasions,
she showed her agreement but articulated the writing problem in a clearer
way. Other scaffolding strategies included directing students’ attention
to some specific issues in a draft; modeling composition terms such as
“paragraph,” “claim,” and “evidence”; and discouraging students from giving superficial evaluation or general praise without specific details.
In a later work, Ching (2014) proposed a model to account for the
participation structure in the teacher-led peer conference, which subsumes three learning activities, namely, student–teacher conference, peer
response, and apprenticeship between the instructor and student reviewers. Ching elaborated on the four interactions or relationships at work
in a teacher-led peer conference: reviewer–writer, reviewer–reviewer,
instructor–writer, and instructor–reviewer. The first two kinds of interaction—reviewer–writer and reviewer–reviewer—resemble those seen in
peer response groups, while the third, instructor–writer, resembles what
Yeh, C.-C. (2019). Interaction and participation in the small group writing conference. Journal of
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can be found in one-on-one teacher–student writing conferences. Thus, it
is the fourth interaction, instructor–reviewer, that makes the small group
conference a unique learning opportunity through which students can be
apprenticed into academic literate practices and, more specifically, acts of
giving response to writing. While illustrating well the multifaceted relationships among teacher and student participants of group conferences,
this framework has not, to the best of my knowledge, been applied empirically and systematically.
Overall, the authors of studies on conferencing with multiple students
have suggested that group conferences provide unique learning opportunities that are not available in either individual teacher–student conferences or peer response sessions. Particularly, in addition to receiving
feedback from peers and the teacher, students are coached and mentored
to read and respond to written texts in a similar way to how a full participant of academic literate practices—the teacher—reads and responds.
However, despite being a pedagogical practice combining three important scaffolding activities—teacher–student conference, peer response,
and apprenticeship of student reviewers—the small group conference has
received few systematic investigations, particularly regarding the participants’ interactions shaped by the multifaceted relationships among the
teacher and students involved in the practice. Seeking to address the gap,
in the present study I examined in detail two group conferences conducted in a Taiwanese EFL writing context. Through an analysis of the
conferences’ general structure and the participants’ interactions in the
conferences, this study attempts to answer the following two questions:
1. What can the small group conferences reveal about interactions between the teacher and students?
2. What might these interactions reveal about the nature of small group
conferences conducted in an EFL writing context?
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The Study
Context of the Study and the Participants
The participants in this research were one teacher and eight students
from a second-year English composition course at a public university in
Taiwan. After obtaining the teacher’s consent, I invited all 24 students enrolled in the course to participate in the research. The purpose of the study
was explained, and students were assured that participation was voluntary
and confidential. Fifteen of them agreed to participate in the study, but
for ethical reasons, only two groups of students (N = 8), all having given
their consent, were included in the study. These eight students (S1 to S8)
were all majoring in English and ranged between 20 and 22 years of age.
One student rated her writing ability as poor, four rated their ability as fair,
and three rated their ability as good. Table 1 provides an overview of the
students from the two groups—labeled as Group A and Group B—as well
as the titles of the essays discussed in the conferences.
Table 1
Student Profiles
Sex

Self-rated writing
ability

Title of essay (second draft)

S1

F

Fair

Real Optimism

S2

F

Fair

Two Important People in My Life

S3

M

Fair

Beyond Silence

S4

F

Poor

Two Legends of the Music Industry

S5

M

Good

A Self-Respect Friend of Mine, a
Role Model of Mine!!!

S6

F

Fair

(No title)

S7

F

Good

The Difference Between My Parents

S8

F

Good

We Don’t Need Boys: Office Girl

Group A

Group B
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The Writing Course and Conferences
The class met two times a week for a total of 3 hours. A writing handbook and an edited collection of essays were adopted as the course books.
The students were required to produce two types of writing during the
semester: one was summaries of class readings to demonstrate critical
reading comprehension, and the other was formal essays, which went
through drafting, conferencing, and revising before the students submitted them for assessment. Because this composition course was designed
to teach different modes of writing, the students were required to write
essays featuring particular modes of writing, such as definition, comparison/contrast, and argumentation. Data for the current study were collected from the conferences in which the instructor and students were
working on either a definition or comparison/contrast essay.
Students started drafting a new essay in a computer room, but they
were allowed to work on it for 2 days before submitting the first draft,
which the instructor read without making written comments. There was
another 3-day interval between the first-draft submission and the small
group conference. Over those 3 days, the students were expected to revise
on their own and write the second draft, which they then brought to the
conference to read to the instructor and peer reviewers.
For conferences, the class was divided into six groups, each comprising four students, on a mixed-proficiency and mixed-gender basis. These
conferences were scheduled to last 40 minutes, with the intention that
each student receive 10 minutes’ feedback from the instructor and peer
reviewers. However, some conferences were inadvertently prolonged,
often leading to the shortening of the later conferences, as was the case
with the two included in this study, which lasted 50 and 37 minutes, respectively. The conferences were mainly conducted in English, but the
students occasionally spoke their L1, Mandarin Chinese, which was never
explicitly discouraged by the instructor.
The two conferences, Conference A and Conference B, were held in
a reserved classroom, where students in groups arrived at the scheduled
time to have their conferences. At each conference, the instructor and
four students sat at a round table so they could see each other when giving
and receiving feedback. The students had completed two conferences with
Yeh, C.-C. (2019). Interaction and participation in the small group writing conference. Journal of
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the same instructor in the previous semester and were therefore familiar
with the procedures, which were the following:
1. The students gave each of the other conference participants a copy of
their drafts.
2. After briefly explaining how the conference would proceed, the instructor called upon a student to read aloud his or her essay.
3. After the student finished reading, the instructor called upon the
other three students, one by one, to provide feedback.
4. After all three students had provided feedback, the instructor started
her commentary.
5. The other three students went through the same process: reading
aloud, receiving feedback from peers, and receiving feedback from
the instructor.
Data Collection and Analysis
Both conferences were audiotaped and videotaped simultaneously to
reduce the risk of losing data and to avoid the poor sound quality problem
often found in sole videotaping (Leander & Prior, 2004). A camera was set
up on a tripod and positioned at the table where conferences were held. In
order to minimize the effect of my presence, the camera was installed before the beginning of the conferences and left to run on its own. While the
two conferences constituted the main data source in this research, student
drafts and course materials such as the syllabus were also collected to help
understand and analyze the conference data.
The two conferences were transcribed using normal orthography,
with nonverbal behavior noted in parentheses. Then, the data were segmented into episodes of interaction, following Goldstein and Conrad
(1990), who explained that an episode “has a unique combination of
topic and purpose such that a change in either or both signifies a new episode” (p. 448). Next, the episodes were analyzed based on the framework
conceptualized by Ching (2014) and later modified to fit the purpose of
the current study. Therefore, four kinds of interactions in a small group
writing conference were distinguished: reviewer–writer (RW), reviewer–
reviewer (RR), instructor–writer (IW), and instructor–reviewer (IR).
Also borrowing Ching’s observation, the instructor–reviewer relationship
Yeh, C.-C. (2019). Interaction and participation in the small group writing conference. Journal of
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was subclassified into collaborative and instructional, the former referring to the joint construction of feedback to a writer by the instructor
and peer reviewers, and the latter the instructor’s coaching of peer reviewers for making appropriate feedback. In addition to the four interactions
outlined in Ching (2014), a fifth category, instructor–group (IG), was developed to account for the episodes featuring the instructor speaking to
all the participating students as a group, as opposed to giving feedback to
individual writers. Examples of the different kinds of interactions can be
found in Table 2.
Table 2
Coding Categories and Examples From the Interaction Data
Code

Name

Example

RW

Reviewer–writer

Well . . . I think your content is too general . . .

RR

Reviewer–reviewer

I have the same idea as S1.

IR

Instructor–reviewer

(collaborative) The relationship between . . .
(instructional) That’s a good point. Why is it too
much? When do you know it is too much?

IW

Instructor–writer

And in your conclusion, come up with a metaphor,
you come up with your own metaphor for optimism.

IG

Instructor–group

You all see what I’m trying to say here?

To ensure reliability, a trained research assistant and I separately
coded approximately 20% of the conference data. Any disagreement that
arose was resolved by discussion. Then the research assistant coded the
remaining data, which the researcher spot-checked for accuracy.
In addition, observations were made regarding the type of writing
issues raised by either the instructor or students. In particular, distinctions were made between comments in global areas (such as content and
organization) and those in local areas (such as grammar and word
choice). These observations were used as secondary data sources to complement information gained from the interaction data and to facilitate
understanding and analysis of the two conferences.
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Findings
The Structure of the Conferences
Analysis shows that the two conferences were similarly structured,
each composed of four sessions for the four participating students. Each
student’s session consisted of three distinct phases: reading aloud, peer
response, and teacher feedback. Table 3 gives the total length of time spent
in each of the three phases.
Table 3
Distribution of Time in Small Group Conferences
Reading aloud

Peer response

Teacher
feedback

Conference A

16 min (32%)

7 min (14%)

27 min (54%) 50 min (100%)

Conference B

15 min (41%)

6 min (16%)

16 min (43%) 37 min (100%)

Total

As the table suggests, the teacher feedback phase was given the most
emphasis, accounting for around half of the total conference time (54%
in Conference A and 43% in Conference B). Peer response used less than
one-fifth of the conference time (14% and 16%, respectively), while the
participants spent around one-third of conference time (32% and 41%,
respectively) on reading aloud their essays to the instructor and peer
reviewers.
Interactions in Small Group Conferences
Overall, as shown in Table 4, among the 271 episodes of interaction
identified in the data, 216 (80%) interactions involved the instructor, suggesting that the instructor played a prominent role in the two conferences.
Moreover, IW interactions (n=179) accounted for around two-thirds of
the conference discourse, with RR relationships (n=10) surfacing the least
frequently. Student-only interactions, including 45 RW episodes and 10
RR episodes, accounted for 20% of the data.
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Table 4
Distribution of Interactions in Small Group Conferences
Occurrence

%

RW

45

17

RR

10

4

Subtotal

55

20

IR

13

5

IW

179

66

IG

24

9

Subtotal

216

80

Student–student interactions

Teacher–student interactions

Note. N = 271. Percentages may not add up to 100% due to rounding.

The findings indicated that among the three activities subsumed
in the small group conference (Ching, 2014), teacher-student conference, where the teacher scaffolds individual writers, was given the most
emphasis. Composed mainly of RW and RR relationships, peer response
was the second significant activity. Apprenticeship between the instructor
and peer reviewers, represented in IR interactions, featured the least in the
conferences under study. The following sections will provide a detailed
analysis of the various interactions in the peer response and teacher feedback phases.
Interactions in the Peer Response Phase
The peer response for each writer typically started with the teacher
nominating a student to provide comments, which was then followed
by the other students at the table offering their feedback, usually in response to the teacher’s nomination. As shown in Table 5, the most
frequently occurring interactions in the peer response phase are RW
(n=45), IR (n=13), and RR (n=10).
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Table 5
Distribution of Interactions in the Peer Response Phase
RW

RR

IR

IW

IG

Conference A

20

1

5

2

0

Conference B

25

9

8

3

1

Total

45

10

13

5

1

RW interactions. The RW interactions in the peer response phase
exhibited two features. First, they tended to be unidirectional. After receiving comments, the writer seldom responded, provided justification,
or asked for clarification. Second, the reviewer addressed the writer either
directly or indirectly, suggesting a disparate perception of their role as
a reviewer in a group conference. These two features are illustrated by the
following excerpt taken from the peer response phase devoted to offering
feedback on S3’s draft.
Excerpt 1
Participants: T (instructor), S3 (writer), S4 (reviewer), S2 (reviewer)
S3

(Reads aloud his essay.)

T

Okay. S4.

S4

I think the things he talk about, like language, sounds, and the problems that
deaf people conquer show little connection.

T

Okay. S2.

S2

I think the three points that you compare, the deaf people and common
people is already what we common people understand. You can make some
special points or one specific person, that will make the essay more . . .

T

Interesting. Good point. Okay. Other than that?

S2

No.

As shown in the excerpt, both S4 and S2 gave comments on the essay’s content and organization. Comments on these areas, often referred
to as global feedback, are usually regarded as more effective (Lundstrom
& Baker, 2009) because they may lead to more meaning-based changes,
which can often improve writing significantly. In peer response sessions,
global feedback may also have the potential to initiate a lively discussion,
Yeh, C.-C. (2019). Interaction and participation in the small group writing conference. Journal of
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further fostering students’ critical thinking and collaborative learning abilities (Zhu, 1995). However, these advantages were not seen in the session
because the writer (S3) did not respond to either of the two comments,
making the RW exchanges unidirectional. This was also typical of all RW
interactions in the two conferences: The students took turns making oral
feedback at the instructor’s request, the teacher gave acknowledgment,
and the writer listened without responding unless explicitly told to do so.
Another point to note in this excerpt is the contrast between the two
reviewers’ use of personal pronouns to refer to the writer. When giving
feedback, S4 used “he” to refer to the writer (“I think the things he talk
about”), while S2 adopted the “you” perspective (“I think the three points
that you compare”). This difference suggested that the students may have
differing perceptions of their role as a reviewer in a group conference. S2
may perceive herself as a reviewer, interacting with the writer for the purpose of mutual assistance and improvement, while S4 may be fulfilling her
duty as a student by giving comments as requested by the instructor.
IR interactions. Quantitatively, IR interactions accounted for only 5%
of all interactions in the two conferences, again indicating a rather minor
role assumed by students as reviewers. However, as shown in Table 6, the
nature of IR interactions seemed to differ in the two conferences. More
specifically, while the IR interactions in Conference A were exclusively
instructional, those in Conference B were predominantly collaborative.
Table 6
IR Interactions in the Peer Response Phase
Collaborative

Instructional

Conference A

0

5

Conference B

7

1
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In instructional IR interactions, the instructor coached peer reviewers to give useful feedback, feedback that is both constructive and specific enough to enable successful revision, as exemplified in the following
excerpt:
Excerpt 2
Participants: T (instructor), S2 (reviewer), S3 (reviewer)
S1

(Reads aloud her essay)

T

Any suggestions?

S2

I think, it’s good you use a lot of examples, and make the optimism more vivid.

T

Other than that? Can we give her some suggestions? So they can, she can
improve . . . her essay. There’s still room for improvement, right?

S3

I think . . . um . . . she introduce the teacher too much, especially the
instruction. But . . .

T

That’s a good point. Why is it too much? When do you know it is too much?

As shown in the excerpt, acting on the instructor’s request for feedback on S1’s essay, S2 offered praise for the examples given to illustrate
the topic of the essay, optimism. The instructor, nevertheless, suggested
that constructive criticism on areas that needed improvement could be
more helpful to the writer, a cue immediately taken up by the next peer
reviewer, S3, who in his commentary pointed out a problem in S1’s draft
(“she introduce the teacher too much”).
In collaborative IR interactions the instructor tended to participate
in peer review discourse as an equal, showing her agreement, completing
the reviewer’s comments, and collaborating in giving feedback. As seen
in Table 6, all the collaborative IR interactions were found in Conference
B, particularly in episodes with a faster tempo, a lighter atmosphere, and
more active peer exchange. Excerpt 3 shows an instance of collaborative
IR interactions found in S8’s session in Conference B, where S6 was constructing her feedback on S8’s essay draft, with the instructor’s collaboration. (I translated the original Chinese utterances in this and the following
excerpts.)
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Excerpt 3
Participants: T (instructor), S6 (reviewer)
S6

因為你的 topic 是we don’t need boys . . . 然後 office girl，可是就是 . . .
[Your topic is “we don’t need boys,” then “office girl,” but . . . ]

T

The relationship between . . .

S6

We don’t need boys跟office girl好像沒有直接的 . . . [“We don’t need boys”
and “office girl” do not seem to have direct . . . ]

T

We don’t need boys because we are lesbians. (All laugh.)

S6

對，就好像 . . . 就是這個 . . . 應該是看要改掉還是怎樣 [Right, it’s . . .
This is the problem. Perhaps you should change this.]

T

Or just “Office Girls.”

As seen in the excerpt, after S6 identified the problem source—the
two parts of the title, “We Don’t Need Boys: Office Girl1”—the instructor
suggested a key phrase (“The relationship between . . . ”) for describing the
problem. S6 adopted the term “relationship” and reformulated her comment (“We don’t need boys” and “office girl” do not seem to have direct . . .”).
The instructor helped further by pointing out, in a humorous way, the
lack of logic in the title (“We don’t need boys because we are lesbians”).
This joke met with laughter from all participants, which seemed to bolster
the reviewer’s confidence in suggesting a revision. Finally, the instructor
offered another revision option (“Or just ‘Office Girls’”) and completed
the commentary started by S6.
RR interactions. In the two conferences, RR interactions accounted for
4% of all interactions. Findings also suggested that one-third of RR exchanges were mediated by the teacher, who frequently assumed the responsibility of nominating the next speaker/reviewer. This reviewer may
signal general agreement with the previous reviewer before advancing
more specific comments, as exemplified by the following excerpt.

1 “Office girl” is probably a misuse of the term “career woman.”
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Excerpt 4
Participants: T (instructor), S2 (reviewer)
T

Okay, S2.

S2

I have the same idea with S1. I think, my essay has the same problem that we
two choose two people, but we have the, we don’t know how we write about
them. We should choose a, our purpose, we just pick some their differences or
the same thing.

While this RR interaction may be described as indirect—in the sense
that the reviewer was referring to another reviewer’s comment instead of
talking to a reviewer—the other two-thirds of the RR interactions were
direct and student-initiated. These autonomous interactions, all found in
Conference B, were not triggered by any visible teacher cues, as shown in
the following excerpt.
Excerpt 5
Participants: T (instructor), S8 (reviewer), S6 (reviewer), S7 (writer)
S8

我剛剛看了一下，我途中有一度以為是在寫男生跟女生的差別
[I just had a look, and I thought for a moment that the essay was about the
difference between men and women.]

S6

對對對 [Right. Right.]

S8

感覺好像在講我爸的感覺 [I felt like reading about my dad.]

S6

我覺得比較像 . . . [I think it was more like . . . ]

S8

如果你是在講你爸媽的話 . . . 會覺得 . . . [If you are writing about your
parents, it’s a bit . . . ]

S6

太狹隘了. . . [Too narrow . . . ]

S7

什麼意思啊? 再講一次 [What do you mean? Can you clarify that?]

S8

就是...我覺得你的內容可以適用在很多 [Well . . . I think your content is
too general . . . ]

S6

很多，對 [Too general. Right.]

S8

因為你沒有講到真的很不一樣的地方。然後就覺得 . . . [You didn’t
point out the key differences, so it’s . . . ]

T

就不夠鮮明 [Not specific enough.]
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S8

如果把它改成我爸媽，好像也可以。就除了那個，家裡有幾個
小孩之外 [It can be used to describe my parents, except . . . except for the
number of children.]

T

Okay. We will talk about that point. S5.

Here S6 had just finished her comment on S7’s essay. The teacher then
nominated S8 to speak. At the beginning of her commentary, S8 had difficulty identifying the problem that she had seen in S7’s essay. She tried
first to describe her confusion as a reader (“I thought I was reading about
the difference between men and women” and “I felt like reading about my
dad”). She then sought to form an evaluation (“If you are writing about
your parents, it’s a bit . . .”). Eventually, she managed to make a more specific comment (“You didn’t point out the key differences”), even supplementing it with an example (“It can be used to describe my parents, except
. . . except for the number of children”). It can also be seen that while S8
was constructing and organizing her comment, S6 repeatedly chimed in
with eager agreement (“Right. Right.” and “Too general. Right.”) and, at
one time, even attempted to compete with S8 to identify the problem in
S7’s essay (“I think it was more like . . .”). Although S8 managed, quite
independently, to clarify her feedback in response to the writer’s request,
this instance exemplified how a reviewer may be encouraged and supported by her peer reviewer’s show of collaboration in a group conference.
Interactions in the Teacher Feedback Phase
As shown in Table 7, while all five interactions were identified in the
peer response phase, only two of them were found during teacher feedback, IW (n=174) and IG (n=23), the former being clearly the dominant
type of exchange.
Table 7
Distribution of Interactions in the Teacher Feedback Phase
RW

RR

IR

IW

IG

Conference A

0

0

0

99

11

Conference B

0

0

0

75

12

Total

0

0

0

174

23

Yeh, C.-C. (2019). Interaction and participation in the small group writing conference. Journal of
Response to Writing, 5(2), 175–204.

194 • Chun-Chun Yeh

IW interactions. The IW interactions during teacher feedback, rather
similar to those that may be found in one-on-one writing conferences,
were mostly lengthy and elaborate explanations directed at individual
students, interspersed with occasional backchanneling from the writer.
However, on a few occasions, the writer may interrupt with request for
clarification, as shown in the following excerpt:
Excerpt 6
Participants: T (instructor), S2 (writer)
T

You talked too much on dissimilarities, you know, the differences between . . .
these two, your parents, but you talked a lot about their same similarities, their
qualities they do have, both of them do have, for example (to S2). So now, if
you start with point by point, I want you to change to subject by subject. You
see what I’m trying to say here? (All students nod.) Okay, good. So then, this
is a comparison and contrast essay, their importance on your life, of course,
they should be the most two important people in your life.

S2

So I should change my topic?

T

Yeah, yeah, come up with a better title.

S2

Okay.

T

All right? Just, you know, bring your, bring your parents out, my parents or
something. But that’s a very plain title, you come up with something exciting, okay?

IG interactions. Although the teacher feedback phase was primarily
targeted at individual students, engaging the other tutees was important in
the management of a group conference (Yeh, 2017). In the current study,
the category of IG interactions was created to account for the instructor’s
interaction with the tutees as a group or with individual students other
than the writer. Three management strategies were identified in these IG
interactions: (a) referring to a shared problem (as in “(To S5) Again, that’s
the same with your paper”), (b) addressing the whole group, and (c) calling for peer teaching. The last two strategies can be seen in the following
excerpt.
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Excerpt 7
Participants: T (instructor), S2 (writer), S4 (reviewer), S1 (reviewer)
T

. . . It’s good you’re following the essay, comparison, the study of comparison,
so you might just as well follow the structure of the essay. So which, you start
with the subject by subject and by, when you come to the comparison part or
contrast part, so you begin with the different part, this is point by point. You
see? (To all) You all see what I’m trying to say here? (S4 shakes her head) (To
S4) No? (To S2) Explain to her.

S2

Um . . .

T

Subject by subject, point by point, she doesn’t understand. (To S4) Were you
absent?

S4
T

Uh, no. I’m . . . uh . . .
Were you absent in that class? I wanna make sure you all understand that.
Okay. 好, S1, 解釋 [Okay, S1, explain it to her.]

S1

Um . . . because he compared his parents’ differences, and his father and his
mother’s differences. Point by point, he, um, you can . . .

S4

(Points to the draft) Diet?

T

Diet, okay, there’s one point. (To S2) Second point is what?

This excerpt shows the instructor in the middle of her commentary
on S2’s comparison essay about two people. After explaining to the writer
the structure of a comparison essay, she turned her attention to the
whole group, as if to ensure that no students felt left out (“You all see what
I’m trying to say here?”). In response to the instructor’s comprehension
check, S4 signaled lack of understanding by a gentle head shake. The instructor asked S2 to explain; however, the student could not immediately
respond to the call for peer teaching. The instructor briefly returned to
S4, seemingly intending to discover why she could not understand. She
then nominated another student in the group, S1, to explain the concept.
Finally, the instructor took over the floor from S1 to continue with individual feedback to the writer, S4.
Discussion
The purpose of the current study was to explore the complex relationships within small group writing conferences in an EFL learning context,
adapting a framework conceptualized by Ching (2014). The systematic
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categorization of participant interactions has revealed an overall pattern
of teacher guidance and student learning in small group writing conferences and has generated implications for how writing teachers may use
group conferences to support writing development. Limitations have to
be acknowledged, however. For example, this study used convenience
sampling (Bogdan & Biklen, 1998) and had a small number of participants. Student drafts and revisions were not examined, and the effectiveness of these conferences cannot be fully determined. Finally, participants’
accounts of their attitudes and behavior were not included in the analysis.
It was, therefore, difficult to determine the factors contributing to their
participation mode. Despite these limitations, this study’s findings contribute new knowledge to the field by providing an in-depth, contextualized analysis of how teacher and students interacted and participated in
small group conferences conducted in an EFL context. In particular, the
results of the study pointed to the prominent role played by the instructor
and the limited interaction among student writers and reviewers.
The finding that the instructor played a crucial and leading role in the
conferences was similar to the claims of previous studies (Ching, 2011;
Thomas, 1986; Yeh, 2017). In the current study, the instructor’s prominent
role can be observed from two aspects. First, the quantitative results indicated that the instructor was involved in four-fifths of all interactions
in the two conferences. In terms of time investment, both conferences included substantial time for the instructor to provide individualized feedback in a small group. In fact, the length of the teacher feedback phase
was approximately 3 times greater than that of the peer response phase,
suggesting a significant dominance of the teacher in the conferences.
Qualitatively, it can be seen that the instructor either mediated the interactions between writer and reviewer and between reviewers or provided
feedback and instruction for individual students or small groups, shouldering the major responsibility of steering the conferences and engaging
the learners.
In contrast, this study found only limited interactions among student
participants, a finding corroborating a previous study on paired conferences (Yeh, 2017). The limited amount of interaction among the writer and
peer reviewers may be accounted for by three factors. First, the conference
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time may be too limited to allow students space for discussing revision
strategies or seeking clarification from peer reviewers. Given that each
writer was on average allotted 10 short minutes to read aloud the essay
and receive peer and teacher feedback, not surprisingly, the time left for
peer discussion and meaning negotiation was constrained. Furthermore,
although students were required to give feedback on peer writing, they, as
writers, were generally neither inclined to solicit nor required to respond
to peer feedback, which also accounted for the limited amount of peer
interaction in the two conferences. The lengthy teacher feedback observed
in this study may also contribute to minimal peer interactions for two
reasons: either the students perceived little obligation or responsibility, or
they had scant opportunity to enact the role of peer reviewer.
In terms of participation structure, results of the study suggested that
these small group conferences conducted in an EFL context contained
the three activities outlined in Ching’s (2014) framework—teacher–
student conference, peer response, and apprenticeship of student reviewers; yet, it appeared that the apprenticeship activity—the one that makes
the small group conference a unique learning opportunity—was given
the least prominence. This finding may be attributable to the instructor’s
design of the conferences, which apparently prioritized teacher feedback
for individual writers over peer response. Moreover, partly to meet the
schedule and ensure a fair distribution of work and benefits, the instructor
exercised tight control over the peer response process, including when
the floor should be handed over and who should speak next. Arguably,
these factors resulted in limited student contributions and minimal negotiation—whether between the teacher and students or among students.
It may therefore be concluded that despite its affordances for meaning
negotiation and collaborative talk among peers, the small group conference can still become a pedagogical process predominantly dictated and
shaped by the teacher.
Although the data revealed the instructor’s authority in matters of
conference structure and discourse rules, a high degree of student autonomy was also evidenced in one particular episode in Conference B (shown
in Excerpt 5), in which one student reviewer was joined by another in
making commentary and the writer sought immediate clarification from
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her peers. The entire process proceeded in a spontaneous manner, free of
the instructor’s apparent control and influence. When learners took the
initiative in peer response, the instructor was more likely to participate in
a collaborative way and as an equal. These observations indicate that in a
small group conference, the teacher–student relationship can be conceptualized as a continuum, with teacher authority at one end and learner
autonomy at the other. While it has often been the case that stronger
teacher control results in reduced student autonomy, the influence may
work in both directions. Even with the teacher’s intention to promote
student autonomy in response practices, if learners remain passive to
avoid being “asked to do much work” (Ulichny & Watson-Gegeo, 1989,
p. 325), the teacher may be inclined or even forced to adopt the role of
authority, particularly in contexts where the knowledge–transmission
teaching model is the norm. However, when learners are willing to accept the challenge and take more initiative, the instructor may suspend
the authority usually ascribed to the teacher. In other words, the teacher’s
exertion of authority can potentially be influenced by students’ exercise of
autonomy.
Conclusion and Implications
Clearly, there were advantages for students who participated in these
group conferences. They had their writing problems identified and were
given direction in their revisions. They also learned to give feedback and
developed “capacities for engaging in academic literate practices” (Ching,
2011, p. 113). Their confidence as reviewers was also expected to increase,
particularly when their comments were confirmed by similar feedback
provided by the teacher or their peers. However, it seemed that much
could have been changed in the two conferences. Instead of being forced
to give spontaneous responses in the meeting, students could have been
given a chance to read peer drafts in advance and prepare themselves for
the conference. Instead of nominating students for peer response, the
instructor could have encouraged free interaction to create an environment for interactive peer response. Instead of reserving much conference
time for teacher feedback, the instructor could have kept to a facilitator’s
role to minimize teacher authority and maximize student autonomy in
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the conference. Nevertheless, most of these pitfalls can be avoided if the
teacher establishes priorities in advance and the chosen priorities are
conveyed clearly to students.
If the priority is to develop students’ ability to give quality responses
to writing, the teacher should ensure that adequate time be set aside. In
the present study, approximately one-third of the conference time was
spent on the writer reading aloud to peers and the instructor, which constrained the time available for giving and receiving feedback. To make
the best use of conference time, students may be required to prepare
in advance by reading and acquainting themselves with the content of
their peers’ works. This way, the entire conference can be devoted to the
exchange of ideas among the teacher and student participants. To ensure
students’ utmost participation in the group conference, they may also be
asked to write down questions or thoughts about their peers’ writing before the conference begins so that they may become more active in the
conferencing process.
In the same vein, it is also imperative that students be adequately
oriented to the purpose of and their roles in a group conference. As noted,
students’ perceptions of their roles may influence their positioning in
group interaction, which, in turn, arguably impacts their attitude and
behavior in the conferences. A clearer understanding of their and the
teacher’s roles may empower students and encourage active participation
and equal sharing of responsibility for the effectiveness of the conference.
Furthermore, teachers should seek to foster students’ ability to solicit and
negotiate feedback. This can be done in several ways. Prior to the conference, sample questions and language structures can be provided for explicit instruction on seeking and giving feedback. During the conference,
the writer should be encouraged to respond to or seek clarification from
the reviewer, who may also learn, with the teacher’s help and supervision,
how to rephrase, elaborate, and provide examples in order to make the
comments comprehensible and acceptable to the writer.
Further research employing different methodologies will need to
be undertaken to verify and complement the findings of this study.
Specifically, studies on participant perspectives on group conferences
may shed more light on the affective factors in the practice. Students’
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subsequent revision may also be matched with teacher- or learner-initiated comments to ascertain whether and why feedback from different
sources is adopted or abandoned and how such decisions are influenced by
teacher–learner interaction in the small group conference.
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